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Phonetics Laboratory, Department of Linguistics, Seoul National University, 
Seoul 151-742, Korea 

The variety of Korean spoken in and around Seoul, on which the following phonetic 
description is based, is widely recognized as the standard language of the Korean peninsula. 
It differs from the speech of Pyongyang in North Korea, however, in phonetic features 
such as \ owel and consonant qualities, vowel length, accent, rhythm and intonation. 

Consonants 





Bilabial 


Labio- 
dental 


Dental 


Alveolar 


Post- 
alveolar 


Palatal 


Velar 


Glottal 


Plosive 


pp^b 






t th d 






k k^g 




Nasal 


m 






n 






q 




Fricative 








s z 








h 


Affricate 










C C^J 








Lateral 
Approximant 








1 











P 


pal 


'sucking' 


t 


tal 


'daughter' 


k 


kal 


'spreading 


ph 


p^al 


'arm' 


th 


t^al 
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'knife' 
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'kicking' 
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Vowels 

a) Monophthongs 

Korean can be considered as having nine vowel qualities, which occur distinctively long or 
short. The vowel /0(i)/ is usually pronounced as [we] in Seoul speech although there are 
also words with /we/ not derived from /0/. In view of the overwhelming tendency of Seoul 
speakers to pronounce a diphthong instead of /0/, it may be more appropriate to postulate a 
system of only eight vowel qualities in modem standard Korean. Vowel qualities are 
affected to a great extent by vowel quantity. Long vowels are pronounced with a more 
peripheral quality than the corresponding short ones, which are centralized or lowered. 
Long and short /a(i)/ show the greatest quality difference: short /a/ is a mid-open back 
unrounded vowisl but long /ai/ is realized as a central vowel [o:]. 



Short Vowels 



Long Vowels 
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zi'jaq 


'hunger' 


ii 


'ziijaq 


'market' 
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be'ge 


'pillow' 


e: 


'beida 


'to cut' 
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the 'jag 


'sun' 


e: 


'theido 


'attitude' 
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'mal 


'horse' 


a: 


'mail 


'speech' 





bo'li 


'barley' 


o: 


'boizu 


'salary' 


u 


guli 


'bronze' 


u: 


'zuibag 


'watermelon 
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'bAl 


'punishment' 


a: 


'bAil 


'bee' 


UI 


'Ailmn 


'seniors' 


m: 


'uiimzig 


'food' 





'gjo:h0 
'gjoihwe 


'church' 


0t 


'0lt^U 

'weit% 


'overcoat' 



b) Diphthongs 

/ j, w/ are considered to be components of diphthongs rather than separate consonants. 



/je/ 'jeizan 'budget' 
/je/ 'jeigi 'story' 

/ja/ 'jaigu 'baseball' 



/wi / dwi 'back' 

/we/ gwe 'box' 

/we/ we 'why' 

/wa/ gwai'il 'fruits' 



/mi / 'miza 'doctor' 
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/jo/ 


'gjoiza 


'teacher' 








/ju/ 


ja'li 


'glass' 








/JA/ 


JA'gi 


'here' 


/WA/ 


mwA 


'what' 



Stress 

Stress placement is predictable in Korean. In words of more than one syllable it is initial 
when the first syllable is a heavy syllable, i.e. one which either contains a long vowel or has 
a syllable-final consonant because of the presence of an intervocalic consonant sequence. 
All other words of more than one syllable are accented on the second syllable. An accented 
syllable is longer and louder than an unaccented one. 

1) Words with accent on the first syllable: 

a) long vowel in the first syllable: 

/'gaijaq/ 'disguise', /'zAili/ 'acting head' 

b) closed first syllable: 

/ 'zanzu/ 'landscape' , / 'c^^ulgu/ 'exit' 

c) long vowel and closed first syllable: 

/'zainzu/ 'arithmetic', /'gaimza/ 'thanks' 

2) Words with accent on the second syllable: 

/ga'jaq/ 'most', /zA'li/ 'frost', /za'dah/ 'ladder' 

Conventions 

/b, d, g/ are voiceless unaspirated (or slightly aspirated) lenis plosives [^, d, g] syllable- 
initially, but are regularly realized as voiced sounds in intervocalic position, 
/jp/ shows the same voicing variation, /z/ is a lenis voiceless alveolar fricative. It is 
sometimes realized as voiced [z] intervocalically, especially when preceded by a nasal as in 
/gaimza/ 'thanks' and /inza/ 'greetings' spoken in an informal style, /p, t, k, c, s/ are 
voiceless unaspirated fortis sounds syllable-initially, produced with a partially constricted 
glottis and additional subglottal pressure, /p^ t^, k^, &I are strongly aspirated voiceless 
sounds syllable-initially. 

In syllable-final position /b, p, p^/ are realized as a voiceless bilabial stop without 
plosion, [p""], /d, t, t^, J, c, cV are realized as a voiceless alveolar stop without plosion, [f ], 
and /g, k:, kV are realized as a voiceless velar stop without plosion, [k']. The four sonorants 
/m, n, q, 1/ are the only other consonants which can occur syllable-finally. 

/j, c, c^/ are voiceless postal veolar affricates syllable-initially, /z/ and Is I are realized as 
alveolopalatal fricatives [c^], [q] when followed by /i/ or a diphthong beginning with [j]. 
/h/ is [9] before HI and [j], [x] before /m/, [fi] between voiced sounds and [h] elsewhere. 
In I is [ji] before HI and [j], and [n] elsewhere. /I/ is [r] intervocalically, but [1] or [[] 
syllable-finally, and [X] before HI or [j]; l\\l is [11] or [LC], according to the vowel context. 
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Broad transcription of recorded passage 

ba'lamgwa 'hennimi za'Io hi'mi 'dA 'zeidago da't^ugo i'suil te, 'ban 
na'giunega ta'tuit^an 'weit^uluil 'ibgo 'gAiU wa'suimnida. giu'duiluin 
nu'gudmnji oa'giunemi 'weit^uluil 'mAnjA 'bAdginmn niga hi'mi 'dA 'zeidago 
ha'gilo 'gJAljAqhesiumnida. bugp'^uquin 'himkAd bulAsmna 'builmJAn 
'builsulog na'guinenmn 'weit^uliul 'dandanhi JA'mJAsuimnida. gui 'tee 
'hennimi tm'gAun 'hedbic**iul ga'manhi ne'lJA 'cweini na'guinenuin 
'weit^ulml 'Alluin bA'zAsuimnida. i'lihaJA 'bugp'^urjmn 'hennimi 'duiljuqe 
hi'mi 'dA 'zeidago 'iqjArihaji a'nuil zu 'AibzAsuimnida. 

Narrow transcription of recorded passage 

ba'ramgwa 'henjiimi zA'ro 9i'mi 'dA 'zeidago da't^go i'sm[ te, 'ban 
na'giunega ta'tuit^an 'weit^urml 'ibko 'gsirA wa'smmjiida. giu'duiruin 
nu'guduinji na'guineuii 'weit^rml 'mAnjA 'bAdkinuin jiiga 9i'mi 'dA 'zeidago 
ha'gifo 'gJA[cAr)hesmmjiida. bugp^qmn '9imkAd bu'fASiuna 'builmJAn 
'builsufog na'guinenmn 'weit^urm[ 'dandanfii JA'mJAsmmpida. gm 'tee 
'henjiimi tm'gAun hed'pic^m[ ga'manfii ne'rJA 'cweijii na'gmnenmn 
'weit^urml 'AUmn bA'zAsmmjiida. i'rihaJA '^ugphurjmn 'henpimi 'duilcuqe 
9i'mi 'dA 'zeidago 'iqjArjbaji a'nm^ su 'sibsAsmmjiida. 

Orthographic version 

<^^^^^. 3. t^l'^l «^ol «7lS^ ^^-t 7>n}.*l vfl5J2|q, ^}ZL^.^]^ Sj^l- <g^ 
^5i^M4. ^]^^^ 4^^ ^^o] f-^ojl ^o) P] >H1437 oj^^j.^] ^^ ^ ^cj 

Korean phonetic transcription 

a^td^^1x^ shllioI a-JcUlsidi n^ x^] ikYijl n j-et^jl IAue 

TEH. o FL L ^1uL^|"1^ ItHtuE hL Til : E-rduE I UTJO- "14= : id ^ X h JK.U D 
LiKh. luKuiduL L-r-^XKuLA 1 Lh-^uLflu) x-ll:E-rc£uE ^•^LX^ H 

^^77ILuLI_l1^§I^I n-l Ai):B:Hj-SH|ciJL-ii-iE;(^-i6§HJ\^uPL 
iKh. Ux'7Jiix6uL §ln77-ln UXciH^uLh tixrEDUL Hx : EAxdJ-l 
LhluLHlLuL x^l:ExciuE ChLKhL^I HnHAuDLlCh. luKH^] 

§flLLlol iDuiHxL^HnffllxuEihnh.-L^i LHtil-l ;Kxfl:L|. Lh 

"^uLllLuL xillEXiduE HEEuL U H A -| Au □ L I K h . | d | § h H UxTil 
x6uL SHLi. J p I nx: E :kx<!»1I §Ip) cH Aflrch-^j- ll_x^6S^X| Y 
LuE ;^x 4= : tIAk-l AuPL ]KY . 
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